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Continuing the award-winning Weapon of Flesh series.

This is Mya’s story.

One thrust of a dagger changed an empire.

Mya discovers that donning the Grandmaster’s ring does not make her master of the Assassins Guild, and won’t keep her safe from the machinations of those whose power she has curtailed.

The Tsing guildmaster refuses to pledge allegiance. The power-crazed priest, Hoseph, vows to see the Grandmaster’s ring on the finger of a new emperor of his own choosing. Meanwhile, the true heir to the throne ignites class warfare with his new policies, earning the enmity of his own nobility.

Alone in Tsing, a city simmering in intrigue and injustice, Mya struggles to overcome her ingrained fear and shattered heart to wrest control of the guild from those who view her as a usurper. But what chance does one woman have against an entire guild of assassins, much less a madman who can dissolve into shadow and kill with a touch?

The Hunter has become the hunted...
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The assassin’s kick splintered Hoseph’s ribs like kindling, knocking the breath from his lungs.  The room spun around him as he tumbled back over something cold and hard.  He landed in a heap, pain lancing through his chest.  A gasp for breath brought the tasted of blood.

A growled curse and the clash of metal from beyond the stone slab caught his ear.  Hoseph blinked away the darkness edging into his vision, forcing his mind to focus on the here and now, on the fight, on the unbelievable mayhem these assassins from Twailin had unleashed.

The guildmaster and his Master Hunter had turned out to be more than anyone bargained for, daring to challenge the Grandmaster of the entire Assassins Guild, the very emperor of Tsing.  They had even managed to kill two of his bodyguards, blademasters of Koss Godslayer, a feat unheard of...until now.  The Grandmaster was immune to their attacks, protected by his ring from any guild assassin, but Hoseph couldn’t rely on the three remaining blademasters to contain the situation.  His own attempt to kill Guildmaster Lad had proven disastrous.  He needed help.

Clutching the tiny silver skull that dangled from his wrist on a thin silver chain, Hoseph called upon his patron goddess: Demia, Keeper of The Slain.  Dark tendrils curled about him, her chill power infusing his flesh.  The stone walls of the interrogation chamber faded away into shifting veils of gray—the Sphere of Shadows.  At once, the pain of his injuries vanished.  Here, in this place without physical substance, his incorporeal body could feel nothing, hear nothing, taste nothing.  Grateful for the release, Hoseph was tempted to linger, but he dared not.  He pictured his desired destination in his mind and invoked the skull talisman once again.

Hoseph staggered upon the uneven footing, gritting his teeth against the renewed pain.  A long, torch-lit stairway rose before him and descended behind.  This was as far as Demia’s magic would take him, for magical wards of immense power shielded the rest of the palace from any kind of magical transport.  The imperial guards stationed at the top would rally aid.  They were sworn to protect the emperor.  Of course, they had no idea that Emperor Tynean Tsing II was also the Grandmaster of the Assassins Guild.  Only five people in the city of Tsing were privy to that truth. 

And soon, two of those five will be dead.  

Hoseph smiled grimly.  As a high priest of Demia, his role was to usher souls from the realm of the living to the afterlife.  He would take great pleasure in doing so for Lad and Mya.  He pushed himself up the steps, gasping for breath as his splintered ribs ground against one another.  Blood dripped from the wound in his upper chest where Mya’s dagger had pierced him during her surprise attack, though how she had survived the Grandmasters dagger thrust, he couldn’t fathom.  No matter.  Demia’s grace would heal his injuries, but not quickly.  In the meantime, he had a long flight of stairs to climb.

With one arm clutching his chest to stabilize his shattered ribs, Hoseph lurched forward.  Lightheaded, he leaned against wall until his dizziness eased.  Hurry...I’ve got to hurry.  If the traitors escaped, the Grandmaster’s wrath would be terrible.  He started up the stairs.

Though his legs were uninjured, his progress was slow; each breath felt as if he were being stabbed with a ragged blade.  His foot missed one step and he nearly tripped.  As he caught himself, the torchlight danced in his vision, then dimmed.  No...don’t pass out!  Forcing the darkness aside by sheer force of will, he climbed on.

How could he have underestimated the assassins so badly?  He knew that Lad had been created for Saliez, the former Twailin guildmaster, as a magically enhanced weapon.  But Mya...  Hoseph wondered if Saliez had commissioned more than one weapon, conveniently neglecting to inform them.  It would explain her uncanny speed and battle skills, but didn’t make sense.  Mya was an incredibly competent young Master Hunter; her record in the guild was clearly documented.  

It doesn’t matter.  They can’t touch the Grandmaster, he reminded himself with cold certainty. His only worry was the Grandmaster’s reaction.  Hoseph’s proposal of Mya as the perfect choice as Twailin guildmaster had precipitated this whole situation, and Tynean Tsing was not a forgiving master.

The priest stumbled against the thick, iron-bound door at the top of the stairs.  Reaching for the handle, he bit back a curse as he realized that he had no key.  Only the emperor and the jailor had keys to this door.  As usual, the jailor had been dismissed once the preparations for the meeting were completed, retreating to a dark corner of the dungeon with a bottle of rum until summoned to dispose of the bodies and clean up.  Hoseph had no time to go back down and find him.

He pounded on the door with his fist, shouting as loudly as he could, though each word cost him pain and blood.  “Guards!  Guards!  The emperor is under attack!  Assassins!”

“What?” came the voice from beyond the door.  “Who is this?”

“High Priest Hoseph!  Listen to me!  Assassins in the dungeon!  Summon the guard and break down the door!”

Hoseph fell back against the wall, his chest afire from his efforts.  “Thank Demia”, he murmured as shouts rang out beyond the door.

Pounding feet and clanking armor soon announced the arrival of troops.  Moments later, a heavy blow struck the door.  Hoseph stumbled back as a second blow shook the door in its frame.  The pounding continued, heavy implements cracking against the wood, with an occasional clang against the iron bands and hinges.  The door, however, was too well built to submit to mere brute strength.

Hurry...  Covering his ears to ease the racket, Hoseph tried to gauge how long it had been since he had left the torture chamber.

The pounding stopped.

Have they given up? Surely they wouldn’t—

A screech of tortured metal and the crack of crumbling stone shivered the air.  Hoseph backed down another step, staring as the door’s iron bands, hinges, lock, and handle all glowed eerily, then crumpled inward.  Wood splintered and rivets popped.  Hoseph flung up his arms to defend against the shrapnel as the stout door collapsed in on itself, as if a giant’s hand had wadded it up in a ball.

Beyond the heap of twisted iron and shattered oak stood a slim man in silver robes—Archmage Duveau.  The phalanx of imperial guards and knights hung back, fearful of getting caught up in the fierce enchantment.

“Archmage Duveau!  Thank Demia!  The emperor’s in danger!”  Hoseph gestured down the long stair.  “Hurry!”

“Where?” Guards surged forward.

“The interrogation chamber.”  Hoseph was about to choke out directions when he saw several of the senior guards and knights exchange knowing, unsettled glances.  They knew where to go.  Commander Ithross led dozens of his imperial guards past him down the steps, followed by several knights and their squires.  Hoseph pressed himself against the wall to avoid being overrun.  As their clatter passed into the distance, he concentrated on trying to breath without fainting.

“You’re injured.”  Archmage Duveau stood before him, his robes shimmering like quicksilver in the torchlight.

“Yes.  I tried to intervene.  One assassin kicked me in the ribs, and the other stabbed me with a dagger.”  Hoseph wiped blood from his lips and tried unsuccessfully to straighten without wincing.

“Here.”  Duveau pulled from a pocket in his robe a small dark sphere about the size of an olive.  He held it out to Hoseph between his finger and thumb.  “Swallow this.”

“What is it?”  Working with assassins for years had bred in Hoseph an unshakable habit of distrust.  Though he couldn’t imagine why Duveau might want to harm him, he accepted nothing at face value.

The archmage sneered in derision. “It’s called a fleshforge.  It will cure your injuries, since your death goddess apparently has little regard for the health of her priests.  Now swallow it.  We haven’t time for reticence.  We must aid the emperor.”

“Of course.”  Steaming at the offhand insult, but reluctant to anger the archmage, Hoseph popped the sphere into his mouth.  It was cold and tasted of iron.  He swallowed forcefully, and the sphere slid down his throat.  He tensed as heat pulsed outward from his belly, but then his pain began to ebb.  The ends of his broken ribs shifted, not grinding now, but moving together and knitting.  The knife wound closed and the split skin sealed.  Even the ache in his thighs from the long climb vanished.  Before Hoseph drew another breath, he was healed.

“That was—”  A sudden wave of nausea gripped him.  He retched, bending forward with the force of the convulsion.  The small sphere surged up his throat and out his gaping mouth.

Duveau caught the fleshforge, wiped it on Hoseph’s robe, and tucked it away.  “There.  Now, we must hurry.”

The two men hastened down the stairs.  About halfway down, Duveau stopped and seemed to sniff the air, then grasped Hoseph’s arm as if to steady him.

“I can walk.  You needn’t—”

“No time for walking.”  Duveau murmured arcane phrases and pressed a hand to the wall...into the wall.  The stone swallowed his hand as readily as Hoseph had swallowed the fleshforge.  But the archmage didn’t stop there.  He strode forward, dragging Hoseph along with him.

With no time to panic, Hoseph found himself pulled into the wall and utter darkness.  Though he knew it was solid stone, he felt like he’d stepped through a gentle waterfall.  A moment later, they emerged just down the corridor from the interrogation chamber.

Hoseph tore his arm from the archmage’s grasp.  He was unaccustomed to being on the receiving end of a spell, and didn’t like it in the least.  A clatter from down the hall drew his attention as the crowd of guards and knights arrived, clearly astonished to see Duveau and Hoseph there ahead of them.  But they didn’t stop, continuing their headlong dash down the corridor.

Hoseph wanted to rush right behind them, eager to see the two assassins laid out in pools of blood.  Duveau strode after them at a slower pace than Hoseph would have preferred, but he refused to cede his own dignity to the archmage.  The collective gasps and cries from the warriors spurred them forward into the chamber.  They found no fighting, no clash of arms, only a closely packed crowd of guards and knights around the spot where he’d left the emperor.

“Your Majesty!” Hoseph shouted as he hurried forward.

A young squire stumbled back from the crowd of guards, fell to his knees, and vomited.  With a cringe of disgust, Hoseph side-stepped him and shoved his way through the strangely quiet assembly of warriors.  “Your Majesty!  I’ve brought—”

Hoseph stopped, blinking in shock, for a moment disbelieving his own eyes.  Instead of Lad and Mya, the emperor’s five blademasters lay pale and dead in a veritable lake of blood.  One was missing a head and a hand.  A steel spike protruded from the head of another.

A middle-aged knight, Sir Fineal, knelt beside yet another body stretched out on the floor.  Blue and gold robes streaked with blood, silver hair, a golden circlet inlaid with blood-red rubies.  But all Hoseph could stare at was the emperor’s own hand clutching the hilt of the kris that had been thrust up into his brain.

No...  Demia’s high priest stared in shock, unable—unwilling—to accept what his eyes were showing him.  How can he be dead?  They couldn’t touch him!  He wears the ring!  Hoseph suddenly realized that the gold and obsidian band of the Grandmaster of Assassins no longer glinted upon Tynean Tsing’s finger.  The ring—the Grandmaster’s last protection from his own guild—was gone. 

“Our emperor has been slain.” Sir Fineal reached down to close the dead sovereign’s eyes.

A disbelieving voice broke the silence. “He...he killed himself?”

Idiot! thought Hoseph.  “But how...” Lad and Mya couldn’t have killed him. Hoseph only realized that he had spoken aloud when he felt every eye in the room upon him.

With narrowed eyes, Sir Fineal stared at the priest as he rose.  “How this could have happened is indeed the question, High Priest Hoseph.  You say that you were with His Majesty.  What occurred here?”

“I...”  Hoseph glanced about the room.  Everyone stared back, expecting answers.  He caught sight of the open iron maiden near the emperor’s corpse.  It had, only moments ago, held the captain of the Twailin Royal Guard.  Empty?  Hoseph caught his breath.  Where is Norwood?  The captain had signed his own death warrant when he begged an audience with Tynean Tsing, believing that a spy posed a lethal threat to the emperor.  The man had discovered that the emperor himself was the threat.  But now he had vanished.

“Pardon, Sir Fineal.”  Commander Ithross stepped from the crowd.  “First squad, search the entire dungeon.  Whoever did this didn’t pass us on the steps.  They must still be down here.  Find these assassins!”

The order sent a jolt of urgency through Hoseph.  There were prisoners down here who had seen him in the company of Lad and Mya with the emperor.  Allowing them to be interrogated would be disastrous.

As the squad of imperial guards hastened off, Ithross took up position next to Fineal.  “High Priest Hoseph, please continue.”

Hoseph’s mind spun, parsing the facts into things he could tell them and things he most certainly could not.  His eyes fell on the six slabs of stone arrayed around a heavy iron drain.  Only one was occupied.  Kiesha had been a beautiful woman once, an excellent thief, and a competent operative.  Unfortunately, she had decided to think for herself instead of obeying orders.  Though she had been alive—barely—when he left the room, her chest no longer rose and fell.  A story clicked into his mind. He pointed toward Kiesha’s corpse.

“I was summoned by His Majesty to aid in the passing of that prisoner’s soul to the afterlife.”

“You did that to her?” Fineal interrupted.

“I did not.  As you undoubtedly know, His Majesty preferred to conduct his own interrogations.”  Hoseph suppressed a smile as the man shifted uncomfortably.  A knight doesn’t like to be told that his master was a sadist, even if he might suspect it.  “As I did my duty, two assassins appeared from nowhere.”  He couldn’t very well tell them that Lad and Mya had come at the invitation of the emperor himself.

“They just appeared?” Ithross asked.  “The way you and Archmage Duveau just appeared down the corridor?”

Hoseph shrugged.  “I don’t know.  My attention was on my task.  His Majesty’s blademasters defended him, but the two were preternaturally skilled.”

“Skilled?”  The knight loomed over Hoseph, staring down at him with flinty eyes.  “Two assassins kill five blademasters, and all you can say it that they were skilled?”

“Sir Fineal, please,” Ithross protested.  “We need answers, not accusations, and this investigation falls under the jurisdiction of the Imperial Guard, not the knighthood.”

The knight clenched his jaw, muscles writhing under his close-cropped beard.  “Of course, Commander.  Please.  Ask.”

Ithross turned to Hoseph.  “Can you describe these two assassins?”

“Yes.  A young man and woman, both slim and light-skinned.  His hair was sandy colored, and hers was red and short.”  He didn’t see a problem with giving accurate descriptions.  If they had escaped the palace, he could have the entire city looking for them in no time.  “That’s about as much as I could tell in the furor.  I tried to intervene, but I was badly injured, as you saw.”

“So you ran.” Sir Fineal sneered.

“Of course, I ran.” Hoseph stared at the knight without quailing.  “If I hadn’t, I, too, would be dead, and none would know what had transpired here.”  Hoseph longed to sneer back, but maintained his equanimity.

“An amazing story, High Priest Hoseph.”  Ithross turned to the archmage.  “Archmage Duveau, we have seen by your own example that the dungeons can be accessed by magical means.  How is that possible, considering the palace wards prevent magical travel?”

Duveau glanced sidelong at Hoseph, obviously disgruntled at having questions directed his way.  “The dungeons are not protected by the wards, Commander.”

Ithross looked skeptical.  “I was told that the wards extend around the entire palace.”

“And His Majesty explicitly instructed me to maintain only those wards already in place, which does not include these lower reaches.  There have been no wards on the dungeon for longer than I have been archmage.”

For one day longer...  Hoseph remembered the day Tynean Tsing ordered a reluctant Archmage Venron to remove the dungeon wards.  Hoseph had made it look like a natural death, of course, and the following day the emperor appointed an oblivious Duveau.

“Why would he do that?”  Ithross sounded incredulous.

“I have no idea, Commander.  I didn’t question my orders, I merely followed them.”  The archmage raised an eyebrow.  “Were you in the habit of asking an explanation from His Majesty?” 

Ithross ignored Duveau’s sarcasm.  “Can you use magic to find the assassins?”

“Perhaps.  It would require something personal of theirs.  Hair, a nail clipping, or even some token that they held dear for some time.”

“What about the blood on this blademaster’s sword?”  A knight lifted a stained katana.  “The assassins apparently didn’t get away without injury.”

“Alas, no.  Blood is a fleeting thing in the human body.  I would require something more substantial.”

“We’ll have to search.”  Ithross waved over his lieutenant.  “Rhondont, send a runner for the emperor’s healer.  Master Corvecosi may be able find something in this mess that didn’t belong to one of the blademasters, and help us piece together just what happened here.  And Prince Arbuckle must be informed of his father’s death.”

“I’ll inform the prince personally.”  Sir Fineal gathered his two squires and they tramped out of the room.

Hoseph bowed to Ithross.  “If it please you, Commander, I’ll be off to clean up and rest.  Archmage Duveau has healed my injuries, but I am weary and heartsick at the emperor’s demise.”

“No, High Priest Hoseph, it does not please me.” Ithross looked stern. “The emperor is dead, and all we have to go on is a vague description of two assassins who apparently can pop in and out at will.  You may not remember much, but Master Duveau’s magic can compel you to supply us with details you may not readily recall.”  He’d stopped just short of calling Hoseph a liar.  “I know you won’t mind.”

Hoseph’s mind spun.  Under Duveau’s spells, Hoseph’s mind would be laid bare.  They could ask him anything, and he would be compelled to answer truthfully.  That he could not allow, not if he hoped to get out of here alive.

“High Priest Hoseph?”  Ithross’ expression shifted to suspicion, and his hand drifted toward his sword.

Hoseph smiled wearily.  “Of course, I’ll do whatever I can do to help in the investigation, Commander.  However, as the late emperor’s spiritual advisor, I have been entrusted with certain...personal confidences.  It would be disrespectful to inadvertently reveal anything in”—Hoseph glanced around at the lingering guards and knights—“this company.  Perhaps I could answer your questions someplace else?  Someplace private?”

“Very well.  One moment.”  Ithross turned to his lieutenant.  “Rhondont, secure this room.  No one should be touching anything until Master Corvecosi examines the scene.”

Hoseph strode for the door without waiting for Ithross or Duveau.  He had no time to waste, not with so many loose ends to tie up before he left the dungeon.  Lengthening his stride, he flicked his talisman into his hand as he turned the corner, and invoked Demia’s divine power.  All Archmage Duveau and Commander Ithross would find when they stepped into the corridor would be a few dissipating tendrils of black mist.


Chapter I
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––––––––

The tap on the door snapped Prince Arbuckle’s eyes from the book he was reading.  He glanced at the ornate clock on his mantle.  It was late.  While it wasn’t unusual for him to read in bed until the small hours of the morning, a knock on the door at this hour was unheard of.

“Yes?”

The door opened and his valet, Baris, stepped in, shutting the sturdy oak portal firmly behind him.  The man’s glazed eyes and slightly askew jacket roused Arbuckle’s curiosity.  In all the years that Baris had attended him, he had never seen the valet less than sharp-eyed and impeccably attired, much less knocking on his door in the middle of the night.

“I’m sorry to disturb you, milord, but there is a knight here who insists on speaking to you.”

“A knight?”  This was getting interesting.

Arbuckle didn’t know many of the knights beyond the few younger ones who sparred with him as part of his martial training.  The older, more experienced knights were often away keeping order in the provinces or commanding troops in the field.  Perhaps one of these had arrived with an urgent question of military convention, an issue requiring historical precedent.  Arbuckle warmed to the prospect.  Though he’d never studied at a formal university, he’d had tutors aplenty, and the palace boasted one of the best libraries in the empire.  He was a true scholar of history, though few ever sought his knowledge or opinion.

“Which knight?”

“Sir Fineal, milord.”

“Fineal?”  Though Arbuckle had met Sir Fineal, he didn’t know him well.  “Very well.”

By the time Arbuckle had put his book aside and slipped his feet into a pair of slippers, Baris held his robe ready.  Shrugging into the sumptuous garment, Arbuckle tied the sash tight and ran his fingers through his unruly hair.  “Good enough.  Let’s go.”

“As you wish, milord.”  Baris bowed and opened the door.

Arbuckle stepped into the sitting room, the two blademasters stationed at the door slipping quietly into position behind and to either side of him.  Bright lamp light reflected off Sir Fineal’s armor.  Two squires hovered behind the knight, and all three bowed low as the crown prince entered.

“Milord Prince,” Fineal said as he rose, “I bear tragic news.”

For the first time since the knock on his door, apprehension trumped Arbuckle’s curiosity.  He noted a red stain on the knight’s knee and boot—blood.  Dread knotted Arbuckle’s stomach.

“There’s been violence.  What’s happened?”

“I regret to announce, Milord Prince, that your father, the emperor, is dead.”

“Dead?”  The news was so far from what Arbuckle expected that the word didn’t register at first.  “Dead?  How?”

“We were told there were assassins, Milord Prince, in the...dungeon.”

For a long moment, Arbuckle felt nothing.  He remembered being grief-stricken by his mother’s death when he was only ten years old, so why didn’t he feel anything now?  He welcomed the wave of emotion when it finally washed over him, but instead of grief he felt...what?  Relief?  Liberation?  The second wave was guilt for his lack of sorrow.  But then, he and his father had never been close, the chasm between them widening year by year.  A son’s love can withstand only so much derision and ridicule.  Arbuckle had long ago realized that he didn’t even like his father, let alone love him.  Duty, however, he understood.

“Take me to him.”

Sir Fineal’s mouth tightened and he seemed reluctant when he said, “Milord, it’s dangerous.  In addition to your father, these assassins killed five of his blademasters, and they’ve not yet been apprehended.”

Arbuckle felt a trickle of fear down his spine like a cold finger or a drop of icy water. Five blademasters... The notion seemed ludicrous.  Impossible.

The two blademasters at Arbuckle’s sides stirred.  Glancing back at one of them, he was amazed to see a flash of disbelief in the man’s eyes before it was secreted beneath the customary blank expression.  The flash of humanity there surprised him as much as the notion of regicide in the palace.

“Has the Imperial Guard been mobilized, Sir Fineal?”

“Of course, Milord Prince, and the entire knighthood and Order of Paladin as well.”

“Then I daresay my safety is not at risk.  I will go to see my father.”  He turned to his valet.  “Baris, some clothing, quickly now!”

“Yes, Milord Prince.”  Baris dashed into Arbuckle’s bedchamber.

“Milord Prince, I would feel better if your other bodyguards also accompanied you.  May I summon them?”

“Of course.”

Fineal flicked a hand toward his eldest squire.  The young woman bowed and quickly exited, her footfalls echoing as she ran down the corridor.

Arbuckle retired to his bedroom to dress, his mind spinning.  Who could kill five blademasters?  The entire situation seemed surreal.  The dungeons... He suddenly remembered one day when he was quite young, his father insisting that he accompany him down to the dungeons on the pretense of playing some sort of game.  The faces of the prisoners and the stench of human confinement had sent Arbuckle running.  That had been the first of many occasions when he had resisted his father’s attempts to “educate” him.  What the education entailed, Arbuckle never knew.  Finally—thank the gods—Tynean Tsing had stopped trying and left Arbuckle to his books.

What if this is just a ruse to get me down there?  He wouldn’t put anything past his father.

Arbuckle emerged from his bedroom into a sitting room crowded with agitated warriors.  Three more knights and their squires shifted impatiently.  In contrast, the additional blademasters stood absolutely still save for the flicking of fingers as they conversed amongst themselves in their indecipherable sign language.  Arbuckle swallowed.  He’d known since his youth that blademasters didn’t speak, but had not learned until later that their tongues were cut out as part of their training.  In a corner stood the imperial scribe, apparently summoned from his bed, surveying the scene and scribbling notes in his big book.  All snapped to attention and bowed.

Arbuckle jerked his surcoat straight and twisted his neck to relieve a persistent kink.  “Take me to the emperor.”

“Yes, Milord Prince!”

The entourage strode swiftly through the palace corridors and down myriad stairs, the knights’ armor clattering, and the blademasters as quiet as death.  The sumptuous tapestries and rugs of the residential wing gave way to the ostentation of the public galleries, then an isolated corridor as bleak as Arbuckle’s memory of it.  Instead of the impressively stout door he remembered, however, a heap of splintered timber and twisted iron lay aside.

“What happened here?”

“Archmage Duveau breeched the door with magic, Milord Prince,” Sir Fineal explained.  “Only the jailor has a key, and he couldn’t be found.”

“I see.”  The thought of such power made Arbuckle’s skin crawl.  He had read about the havoc wreaked by magic in battles, but the most extravagant description of destruction paled beside first-hand observation.  All the blademasters in the palace couldn’t protect against something like that.  Thank the gods that Archmage Duveau is on my side.  “Lead on.”

The long, dimly lit stair led to a dungeon worthy of nightmares.  The thick air reeked of refuse and excrement.  As Arbuckle followed the knights down a corridor, he spied within several of the barred cells forlorn figures huddled upon straw-strewn floors without so much as a blanket for comfort.  His gut roiled.  He understood that the empire had enemies, and that those arrested for crimes must be punished, but such squalor was inhuman.

They turned a corner.  A crowd of knights and squires stood before a doorway, facing a line of imperial guards who blocked the entrance.  Though the heavy double doors were open, Arbuckle couldn’t see through the mass of people to the room beyond.

“Milord Prince.”  Sir Fineal held up a forestalling hand.  “I must warn you that the scene is...not pleasant to view.  The...interrogation chamber is a grim sight.”

“Very well.  I’ve been warned.”  Arbuckle clenched his jaw, resolving to be stoic, though the sickly scent of blood now permeated the air as well.  “Proceed.”

“Yes, Milord Prince.”  The smell grew stronger as they approached the line of imperial guards.

One turned to call into the room.  “Commander!”

The knights and squires moved aside, but the imperial guards held their ground.

“Move aside for your lord prince,” Fineal said.

Arbuckle peered past the guards, the light of a dozen torches gleaming on the burnished metal racks, spikes, chains, and other implements that furnished the room.  “Good Gods of Light!”

“Sir Fineal, I told you that—”  Commander Ithross stopped as he caught sight of Arbuckle, and his eyebrows shot up, then he bowed low.  “Milord Prince!  I didn’t expect you to come down here.”

“Sir Fineal has told me that my father is dead, Commander.  I must see him.”  The guards stepped aside at Ithross’ wave.  Arbuckle entered, looked with revulsion at the burnished machines of torture, then turned his gaze to the imperial guard commander.  “What is this place?”

Ithross swallowed forcefully.  “The emperor called this his interrogation chamber, milord.”

“You mean torture chamber, don’t you?”

Ithross lifted his chin and gazed steadily back at the prince.  “His Majesty always referred to it as the interrogation chamber, milord.”

“And who conducted the interrogations?”  Arbuckle forced the words out, afraid that he already knew the answer.

“I don’t know for certain, Milord Prince, but it’s rumored among the guards and knights that...” Ithross glanced questioningly at Sir Fineal and received a nod of acknowledgement in return. “...that the emperor took a...special interest in the practice.”

Arbuckle felt ill.  He’d known for years that his father was a heartless tyrant.  That Emperor Tynean Tsing had actually participated in the torture of prisoners, however, turned his stomach.  Arbuckle fought to maintain his composure, speaking through clenched teeth.

“Show me my father, Commander.”

“Yes, milord.” Ithross led them around the room’s thick central pillar, and a cordon of guards parted.  

Blood...  It was everywhere, the scent so thick that he could taste it.  Arbuckle stopped at the shore of a congealing crimson lake strewn with carnage.  He had watched the blademasters spar many times, always amazed at their skill and stamina.  Trained to be the best, inured to pain, blessed by their god, and pledged to defend their charges or die.  These five had died.

“Good gods...”

A figure to his left stood from a crouch—Master Corvecosi, the imperial healer—and Arbuckle saw rich blue robes at the man’s feet.  He knew instantly who lay there.

Father...  Arbuckle skirted the thick pool of blood, compelled by an unnerving yet unrelenting need to see this man whom he had thought he knew.  Closer, he couldn’t avoid the blood, and his shoes squelched in the spattered gore underfoot.

The healer stepped aside, bowing low.  “Milord Prince.”

“What are you doing here, Master Corvecosi?” Arbuckle couldn’t take his eyes from his father’s body, the bony hand clutching the dagger that had been thrust up beneath his chin into his brain.  He tried to feel pity or sorrow, but all he could think was that the old man’s cold eyes would never again stare disdainfully, his lips wouldn’t twist into a sneer, his harsh voice wouldn’t chide and berate, the hands would never again torture...  He realized with a start that Corvecosi was speaking.

“...summoned to examine the scene and lend my expertise, perhaps to determine exactly what occurred here.”

“What have you determined so far?”

“I can unequivocally say that your father did not, as it may appear, take his own life.  His hand gripping the dagger was very nearly crushed.  Something very strong grasped His Majesty’s hand and thrust the blade that ended his life.”

“I see.”

“I have just begun examining the scene, Milord Prince, but I have already noted a few peculiarities.”

“More peculiar than five dead blademasters?”  Arbuckle stared at the carnage again.  “How many assassins does it take to kill five blademasters?”

Ithross mistook the rhetorical question for an inquiry.  “Milord Prince, we’ve been told that there were two assassins.”

“Two?”  Arbuckle couldn’t imagine anyone capable of such a feat.  “How in the Nine Hells could two assassins overcome five blademasters?”

“We don’t know, milord.  The only person who saw the fight has...vanished.”

Arbuckle stared at Ithross.  “Vanished?  What do you mean?  Who saw this happen?”

“Master Hoseph was apparently here when the attack started.  He escaped to summon help, though he bore injuries of his own.  I was about to question him further, with Archmage Duveau’s aid, when he...”— Ithross looked uncomfortable—“vanished.”

“Vanished.  You mean he actually, magically vanished?  I thought the palace was warded to prevent that.”

“According to Archmage Duveau, the dungeons are not included in the wards.”

“Why not?”

“We don’t know, Milord Prince.”

Arbuckle shook his head in stunned silence.  Mysterious assassins, dead blademasters, vanishing priests...what next?  “What else is peculiar, Master Corvecosi?”

The dark man gestured to the blood pooled beneath the hanging cage.  “I at first assumed that this blood was from the emperor, being so close to his body.  Upon closer examination, however, it appears that someone was recently restrained in this device.”  He touched one of the gruesome screws. “This blood is fresh, yet there is no corpse here bearing wounds so inflicted.”

“A rescue?”  Arbuckle’s mind whirled.  “What prisoner would precipitate such a rescue?”

The healer shrugged.  “That is an interesting theory.”  He strode to one of the corpses, apparently unfazed by all the blood.  “And here, this man, unlike all the others, has barely a mark on him.”  Kneeling, he pressed a plump hand to the blademaster’s brow and muttered under his breath.  “Yes, as I suspected, he was killed with a lethal toxin.”

“Toxin?”  Arbuckle knew from his reading that poisoned weapons were commonly used in some cultures.  “You’re sure?”

“I’m quite sure, milord.”  He rose and nodded his head absently.  “Quite sure.” 

Arbuckle had no reason to doubt him.  He had always liked Corvecosi, one of the few imperial attendants not stifled by formality or unduly cowed by the late emperor’s imperious attitude.  As a boy, the prince had appreciated the man’s quiet bedside manner, his cool hand on a fevered forehead, gentle words, and the sense of peace that followed his visits.  Evidently, there was more to the healer’s art than mere knowledge of illness.

“Continue your examinations, Master Corvecosi.  I want to know how everyone here died.  Use whatever resources you—”  Turning, ready to be away from all this death, he spied one more victim, and choked on his words.

What lay on the stone slab didn’t look human—at least, not anymore.  Arbuckle stared at the corpse, willing himself to believe that the person had been dead when the skin had been peeled away in strips, the joints twisted, the bones exposed, the pearly nerves bared by careful dissection.  But deep in his soul, he knew that she had been alive.  This was his father’s depravity flayed and displayed for all to see.

“Good Gods of Light...”  Arbuckle strode to the side of the table, heedless for the first time of the blood.  There however, with the scent of death in his nostrils, staring down at her tortured body, bile burned the back of his throat.  “Oh...”  Arbuckle turned away and fell to his knees, heaving painfully, as if expelling any hope that his father had been a decent man.  A hand touched his shoulder.

“Milord Prince, you must go.”  Ithross waved, and blademasters came forward.

“No!”  Arbuckle wished with all his might that he could retreat to his room and his books—his sanctuary—but he had already disgraced himself enough.  This was the emperor’s doing.  Only a son could atone for a father’s sins.

Wiping his chin with his sleeve, Arbuckle lurched up to stand over the slab where the poor woman lay.  Had she been beautiful?  Had someone loved her?  Were they waiting for her to come home?  He welcomed the rage that burned away the last thread of feeling that he had for his father.  It straightened his back and stiffened his resolve.

“Your cloak, Sir Fineal.”  Arbuckle held out a hand, and the knight immediately unclasped his cloak and handed it over.  The crown prince carefully draped the deep-blue cloth over the woman’s mutilated corpse.  Bowing his head, he mumbled a prayer that the gods would ease her tortured soul.  “Master Corvecosi, take care of her.”

Master Corvecosi bowed.  “As you wish, Milord Prince.  I’ll also see that your father’s body is properly attend—”

“No!”  Arbuckle glared one last time at the heap of dead flesh that had been his father, then looked deliberately away.  “Divest him of any accoutrements of his former office, then burn his corpse and cast the ashes down the nearest cesspit!”

The crowd shifted and Corvecosi seemed struck dumb, standing with his mouth gaping.  Only Ithross summoned the courage to speak.

“Milord Prince!” the commander stammered.  “To disrespect His Majesty’s body would be...tantamount to treason.”

“No, Commander Ithross, that is treason!”  Arbuckle pointed to the shrouded form on the slab, his hand shaking with rage.  “That is an abomination!”

“But, Milord Prince!  The nobles...  They will expect a royal funeral.”

“Then we’ll bury an empty casket!  I’ll not have the House of Tsing or the soil of this empire further contaminated by his corpse.”

“Milord Prince, your father was—”

“My father was a living piece of shit, Sir Fineal!” Arbuckle rounded on the knight, biting back his rage, though he could not suppress his disgust.  “It’s only fitting that he spend eternity amongst his peers.”

Ignoring the shocked murmurs, Prince Arbuckle headed for the door.  A last thought stopped him in his tracks, and he turned back.

“After Master Corvecosi’s investigation is complete and the bodies have been removed with all due reverence, send for me.  I’ll see every vile machine in this room destroyed and the door sealed forever.  Is that clear, Commander Ithross?  Sir Fineal?”

“Crystal clear, Milord Prince.” Fineal bowed low, then rose with a grim smile on his chiseled features.  “It will be my pleasure.”

Ithross glanced about the room in disgust and nodded. “It will be done as you command, Milord Prince.”

“Good.”  Arbuckle turned and strode from the room.  Blademasters took position around him, forming a five-pointed cordon as they matched his stride.  Five blademasters—the emperor’s contingent.

I’m going to be emperor.  The thought was nothing new, but had always been suffixed by “someday.”  Now the inevitability of his future came rushing in, and with it, one more dreadful realization.  I’m not ready for this!

Ready or not, he had no choice in the matter.  As he mounted the stairs, Arbuckle swore to all the Gods of Light that he would be a better emperor than Tsing’s last.

[image: image]

Mya toweled her hair dry, barely able to keep her arms aloft, so weak was she from the evening’s trials.  She cast the towel aside in frustration, and sat on the bed. 

“Quit bitching, Mya.  You’re alive.”  Few people could survive being stabbed in the gut—Twice!—nearly eviscerated, and hacked from shoulder to chest.  Blood loss had left her weak, but her runic tattoos had healed her wounds.  Only an injury to the heart or decapitation could truly end her life.  Her heart ached, but not from a sword thrust.  “Alive...and alone.”

Forcing herself up, she grabbed her wrappings, the long strip of enchanted black cloth that she wore under her clothes.  She used them to hide her tattoos, her secret, but the magically self-repairing cloth had saved her life only hours ago, holding her chest together long enough for her to heal before she bled to death.  She submerged them in the murky water filling the tub, and began to scrub.

It had cost her a silver half-crown to convince the proprietor of the Prickly Pair to send up a tub and a meal at this late hour.  The water and the food had been tepid, but plentiful.  She was still a little light-headed; it would take time to recover from the blood loss.  The memories of the fight, she was sure, would take much longer to banish.

Sitting back on her heels, she focused on a pleasanter memory...kissing Lad in the carriage.  Mya closed her eyes as she remembered the warmth of his lips, the scent of him.  A little smile twitched her lips, then fell.  He had kissed her back, just a little, but it was a kiss goodbye.  Lad was out of Tsing by now, and out of the guild, headed back to Twailin and his family.  She doubted that she would ever see him again.  Her heart ached anew.

Don’t, Mya!  Love was a weakness, and weakness would only get her killed.

Pulling the wrappings from the tub, she wrung them out and draped them on the back of a chair to dry.  Better to focus on their other kiss, on Lad’s betrayal.  Her cheeks flushed as she remembered how he’d tricked her, letting her think that he shared her feelings, then slipping the Grandmaster’s ring on her finger.

Mya held up her hand and examined the ring: obsidian dark against her pale skin, filigreed gold bright in the lamplight.  It was beautiful, she had to admit.  More distinctive than the band of unadorned obsidian that she had worn as Master Hunter, and more ornate than the black-and-gold ring that Lad had worn as Twailin Guildmaster.  There were six guildmaster’s rings scattered across the empire.  This ring was unique.  There was only one Grandmaster of Assassins. 

And that’s me.  With a scoffing laugh, she leaned wearily against the tub and closed her eyes.

“Godsdamned Grandmaster...  Lad’s crazy if he thinks I can do this.”  She tried to be angry with him, but knew she couldn’t lay all the blame at his door.  She’d chased power her whole life.  To a frightened girl on her own, joining the Assassins Guild made sense.  Strength, skill, and power meant safety.  She had been ambitious and ruthless, prepared to sacrifice whoever got in her way.

Until I met Lad.

“You’re the perfect Grandmaster”, he had told her.  Mya didn’t believe it for a second.  “You think like an assassin, but you have a good heart.”  Lad was naïve.  That was one reason she’d fallen in love with him.  

“He has no idea what’s in my heart.”  Mya heaved to her feet.  Catching sight of herself in the mirror, she stopped and stared.  Her dark tattoos writhed in the lamplight, a tapestry of magic engraved on her flesh from neck to wrist to ankles.  They’d kept her alive tonight.  Imbuing her with strength and speed, sharpening her senses, and healing grievous wounds, they made her nearly invincible.  They also made her a monster.

“No wonder Lad sent you packing.”

Stop it!  If Mya expected to survive, she had to forget about her unrequited feelings for Lad and do what she did best.

“Think like an assassin, Mya.”  Whirling away from the mirror, she went to her trunk and rifled through the contents, drawing out a comfortable silk shirt, a pair of supple trousers, and clean scanties.  She considered her situation while she dressed.

Lad had killed Emperor Tynean Tsing II.  She had no doubt that a massive manhunt for the emperor’s killers would ensue, that descriptions of her and Lad were being distributed to the city guard.  Of course, that led to her next problem.

The emperor of Tsing had also been the Grandmaster of the Assassins Guild.  In helping Lad to kill the Grandmaster, she had cut the head off a very large snake.  Now she was the head of the snake, the master of a guild that didn’t even know she existed.  Could she control it, or would it turn its fangs on her?  That would most likely depend on one person.

Lady T...

The Tsing guildmaster had not been overly impressed with either Lad or Mya, but the woman had seemed frightened when she escorted them to their meeting in the palace dungeons, giving Mya the distinct feeling that Lady T feared the Grandmaster.  Not surprising, considering what a monster the man had been.  So, would the lady welcome Mya as a liberator or revile her for a usurper?

Mya began to pace, and to think.  Everything depended on how Lady T reacted.  The assassins of the Tsing guild would follow her lead, and Mya had no doubt that the provincial guilds would fall in line behind the Tsing guild, the strongest of them all.

And if she doesn’t accept me?

Bound by blood contracts signed when they joined the guild, no guild assassin could even attempt to harm the wearer of the Grandmaster’s ring.  Nothing, however, prevented them from hiring someone outside the guild to kill her.  A chill ran up Mya’s spine as she realized that the guild wouldn’t have to hire an outsider to kill her.

“Hoseph...”  Glancing around the room as if just saying his name might summon the priest, Mya swallowed hard.

Hoseph had called himself the Right Hand of Death for two very good reasons.  The priest had been the Grandmaster’s intermediary with the guildmasters, able to travel vast distances in an instant.  He had also been the Grandmaster’s personal executioner, able to kill with a single touch of magic.  Mya had her own experience with his less lethal magic, the pulse of darkness that had filled her with utter despair, incapacitating her with every dark act and thought of her life.  Mya’s past was full of darkness.  If not for Lad, she would have died without raising a finger to defend herself, so overwhelmed had she been by Hoseph’s spell.

Admittedly, such skills would be invaluable to her as Grandmaster.

If I could control him...  

But how would Hoseph regard her unseemly ascendance?  After serving an Imperial Grandmaster, would he submit to her authority?  Not likely.  Even if he did agree to serve her, could she ever trust him?  Hoseph wasn’t a member of the guild.  He could kill her, and probably would try if for no other reason than revenge.  Until she knew for sure, she would assume the worst.  Hoseph had no way to know she wore the Grandmaster’s ring, but he’d find out soon enough.

Then he’ll try to kill me.

“He can’t know where I am,” she murmured as her eyes flicked to the shadowy corners of the room.

Neither she nor Lad had detected anyone following them, but this was a person who could materialize out of thin air.  Underestimating Hoseph could prove lethal.  She glanced at the band on her finger.  Could he somehow track the ring itself?  Obsidian and gold danced in the lamplight as panic trembled her.  She shoved it aside.  Exhausted and blood-weary, her fears were easily roused.  She needed sleep, but sleeping rendered her vulnerable.

“What I need is someone to watch over me...someone I can trust.”  Unfortunately, the only person she trusted had just ridden out of Tsing in a carriage bound for Twailin.

Mya stopped pacing and dug her two favorite daggers out of her clothes trunk.  She scraped one of the blades along her arm, pleased to see tiny hairs fall to the floor.  They were clean and sharp.  If Hoseph popped in, she should be quick enough to gut him.  If I’m not asleep.

“Sleep lightly, Mya, or wake up dead.”  She blew out the lamp, backed into a corner, and slid down the wall, her daggers ready.

Feeling slightly safer in the dark, her nervous energy waned even as her doubts waxed.  Was this to be how she spent the rest of her life, hiding in the dark, afraid of death hidden in every shadow?  What choice did she have?

“Have someone cut it off.”  Lad’s simplistic solution came to her, and she seriously considered the option.

Mya raised one of her daggers and placed the edge at the joint of the finger that wore the ring.  She drew the razor edge across her flesh, and blood welled from the tiny cut.  No pain...  She tried to apply pressure, but her hand wouldn’t respond.  She couldn’t do it herself.  The ring’s magic wouldn’t allow her to take it off or even cut it free.  She wiped the blade on her trousers and sucked the blood from the already healed cut.

“That doesn’t mean I can’t walk down to the kitchen in the morning and pay the cook to do it.”  The simple solution steadied her.  She had an out.  She could, quite literally, cut and run.

Mya had a choice to make: flee, take control of the guild, or destroy it.  It was that simple.  Regardless of her final choice, however, she had to survive until morning.  Cold resolve steeled her fear, and she realized that Lady T, Hoseph, and the guild also had a choice to make.

“Join me or die.”


Chapter II
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––––––––

Hoseph woke to darkness and the dry, musty scent of parchment and leather.  His back ached and he was chilled from sleeping on the stone floor with only a threadbare blanket, but he took no heed.  Demia’s chosen cared not for luxuries.  What he coveted were life’s intangibles: power and influence, order and control.

Despite the utter darkness, he knew innately that it was morning and time to rise.  Calling on Demia’s gifts, a pale glow emanated from his palm.  He rose, stepped to the table and struck a match, lighting the lamp there and illuminating his surroundings.  The room was not large, and bookcases packed with old leather-bound volumes and racks of scrolls made it seem even smaller. The history of the Assassins Guild was recorded here, unnumbered years of murder and conspiracy.  This was also the repository of the blood contracts.  Every assassin signed one, binding themselves forever to the guild, submitting to their masters’ control, signing their lives over to be spent if necessary.  This secret room—with the death of the Grandmaster, known only to Hoseph—represented the power and influence that he wielded as the Right Hand of Death...power and influence that had been disrupted by Lad and Mya.  Anger and frustration tensed his muscles and clouded his thoughts.

“Blessed shadow of death, soothe me...”  Hoseph recited the mantra until his pulse slowed and his mind eased.  Dealing with death every day had taught him temperance.  Hoseph hated being forced into hasty action as he had last night.  The threat of questioning under compulsion had forced his flight, rendering him guilty in the eyes of the imperial guard.  He’d fled a second time an hour later when he heard soldiers approaching his room in Demia’s temple where he had been gathering his meager belongings. 

What he needed now was a concise plan of action.  The first step, of course, was to change his appearance, for he had little doubt the city guard would be looking for him.  Of course, a disguise wouldn’t fool his fellow priests and priestesses.  They knew his soul.  Demia, sorter of souls, gifted all her clergy with the ability to see the peculiar ethereal essence that made each person unique.  This talent—useful when comforting the dying during their transition to the afterlife—made disguises superfluous.  He would not be able to go back to his own temple until his name was cleared.

Doffing his distinctive crimson robe, Hoseph spread it on the floor.  Then he selected a gleaming razor from his bundle of personal items, and stropped it to a fine edge.  It had been decades since he had performed the ablutions of an acolyte, but old habits returned easily.  Kneeling on the robe, he deftly shaved his head, letting the shorn hair fall.  Unfortunately, he lacked water, resulting in a few nicks and cuts.  He would have to stock the room with some essentials until he resolved this situation.  When that was done, he shaved his face.  

Hoseph bundled the robe to contain the hair and gazed down at his bare chest.  He ran his fingers over the unblemished skin that last night had been split by Mya’s dagger.  Duveau’s fleshforge had healed him completely, but there were scars that no spell could heal.  An unfamiliar frisson of fear shook him.  Not of death, his long-time acquaintance and ally, but of failure.

I won’t fail, he insisted.  I’ve worked too hard, accomplished too much...

From the bag of possessions he had managed to escape with, he withdrew his old acolyte’s robes.  The coarse gray wool scratched his skin, so unlike the smooth felt of his high-priest’s robe, but it didn’t matter.  Anonymity was more important than comfort.  Flipping the tiny silver skull into his hand, Hoseph invoked Demia’s grace, and the room melted into mist.

Moments later, he materialized in a luxurious sitting room.  The golden morning light glowed through sheer curtains.  It was still early.  Lady T was not present, but he hadn’t expected her to be up at this hour.  Nobles were notoriously late risers.  Usually when he visited, he pulled the bell rope and waited until a servant arrived to summon the lady of the house.  They were used to his comings and goings.  Today he was in no mood to wait.  He knew that she would still be abed, so he simply knocked on the door that he assumed led to her bedroom.  He’d never seen inside the room, so couldn’t use Demia’s gift to travel there.  Doing so would have been dangerous anyway; assassins tended to be jumpy.

The door to his left opened suddenly, and Hoseph found himself staring down the shaft of a crossbow bolt aimed at his heart.  Lady T stood behind that crossbow, her fingers on the trigger and her hair disheveled from sleep.  She wore only a silk nightshift, confirming his supposition that she’d still been in bed, but her eyes shone as sharp as the tip of the crossbow bolt that could end his life with the twitch of her finger.

“Put that down, Tara.  We’ve got trouble.”

“Hoseph?”  Her eyes widened, and her fingers lifted off the weapon’s trigger, though it didn’t point away from his heart.  “I hardly recognized you!  What the hell are you doing here?  What’s wrong?”

Hoseph saw no reason to beat around the bush.  “The Grandmaster is dead.”

“What?  How?”  She lowered the weapon, the surprise on her face undeniably genuine.

“The Twailin guildmaster and his Master Hunter.”  Hoseph still didn’t know exactly how they’d managed it, but the who certainly grabbed the guildmaster’s attention.

“Gods of Light and Darkness...”  She whirled through the door without another word.

Hoseph pursed his lips in mild irritation and followed her through a lavish dressing room and into an even more extravagant bedchamber.  The bedroom was dim, the heavy curtains still drawn, and Hoseph paused to allow his eyes to adjust.  The crossbow thumped down upon the expansive four post bed, and Lady T reached for a robe.  With three steps, the priest reached the nearest window and pulled open the curtain.  He turned to the glaring guildmaster as she tied the robe tight around her waist.

“But the emperor’s blademasters—”

“Also dead.”

“Five blademasters?”  Lady T’s brow furrowed as if she didn’t believe him.  “I knew that Lad was a weapon, but...”

“Mya also possesses some impressive skills.  She’s more than we thought.”  More than I thought, he admitted to himself.

“But to kill the Grandmaster...it’s unbelievable.  They had blood contracts!  They wore rings!”

“Lad never signed a blood contract.  It was the Grandmaster’s plan to force him to sign one at this meeting.  He did, however, wear the guildmaster’s ring.”  Hoseph nodded solemnly.  “I don’t know how they managed to circumvent the magic of their rings, but the Grandmaster is dead.  I saw his body.”

Lady T’s eyes narrowed as she gazed at the priest.  “And where were you when this happened?”

Hoseph waved an impatient hand.  “I tried to intervene and was sorely wounded.  I went to summon the Imperial Guard.”

“And you couldn’t,” she wiggled her fingers in the air, “magic him out of harm’s way?”

Hoseph breathed deep—Blessed shadow of death...—before answering.  His conscience had pummeled him with this question all night.  He didn’t need her to remind him that he had failed to save his master.  “As you said, they wore their guild rings.  There was no reason to think that they could lay a hand on the Grandmaster.”

Lady T frowned, twisting the ties of her robe in thought. “So what are we going to do?  The Grandmaster held the reins of the empire.  Now those reins are cut.  We’ve lost our political influence, our future.”

“Not so.”  Hoseph had already thought this through.  “There’s no reason why we can’t gain back everything we’ve lost.  Crown Prince Arbuckle put off marrying only to spite his father, but now he’ll have to produce an heir; the nobility will insist.”

“We don’t know what Arbuckle will do once he’s crowned emperor.”

“He’s a weak-willed fool, Tara.” Hoseph’s lip curled in derision.  “He’s more interested in his books than in ruling.  Have you ever known him to take a vested interest in governing this empire or interacting with the nobility?”

“He hasn’t taken part because he hasn’t been allowed to.  We don’t know what he’ll do.”

“I disagree.  Arbuckle has done exactly as he’s been told for his entire life.  If he’s told that the people with experience governing this empire are willing to take the reins for him, that he need do nothing but read his books and produce an heir, he’ll do as he’s told.  If he needs additional incentive, we still have the provincial dukes under our thumb.  They’ll do our bidding, or suffer.”

“Our bidding?”  She cocked an eyebrow at him.  “You forget that you’re not in the chain of command, Hoseph.  You were the Grandmaster’s intermediary, not his second in command.”

Blessed shadow of death, soothe me.  As much as it chafed him, his position had changed; he would have to cajole and compromise to get his way.  But in the end, it would all work out.  Hoseph bowed his head to Lady T in silent acknowledgement.

“Once we have an heir, Arbuckle will be eliminated, and we’ll ensure that the child receives the proper upbringing and training.  It worked once, it will work again.”

“And who will be Grandmaster in the interim?”  She narrowed her eyes at him.  “I sincerely hope that you don’t think it will be you.”

So that’s what she’s worried about.  He smiled in contrition.  “Don’t be ridiculous, Tara.  I’m no assassin.  My place is in the shadow of power, offering guidance.  I consider you the obvious choice, of course.”

A wry smile spread across the lady’s lips.  “Until the royal heir is trained up, then you kill me to give him the ring.  I’ll certainly serve as interim Grandmaster, but I’ll not wear the ring, except on a chain around my neck.”

“That would suffice.  By the time the child is grown, you’ll have a duchy and be the Emperor’s closest confidant, if we play our cards right.”  The priest rose and gave her a significant look.  “But first we have to find and execute these two rebels.  They took the Grandmaster’s ring.”

“They’d have been fools not to.  But that raises a new problem. One of them has undoubtedly put the ring on.  No assassin can touch the wearer.”

“I can.”  Hoseph lifted a hand, the pearly glow of Demia’s death magic radiating from his palm.  “You find them, and I’ll kill them.  But be wary.  For the attack to succeed, it must be a complete surprise.”

“Of course it does!”  She glowered at him.  “Don’t deign to teach me my business, Hoseph!”

“You haven’t seen them fight, Tara.”  There it was again, that trill of fear up his spine.  Failure...

“Some of my people encountered them night before last.  I’m aware of their prowess.”  Her glare remained undiminished.

“Very well.”  He nodded respectfully.  “Find Lad and Mya.  They can’t have gone far or fast.  They took an injured prisoner with them.”

“A prisoner?  Who?”

“The captain of the Twailin Royal Guard.” Hoseph quickly explained the sequence of events that had brought Norwood to Tsing, including Lad’s association with the man while searching for his wife’s killer.  “Find the traitors.  I’ll inform the provincial guildmasters of the Grandmaster’s death and our plan to pressure the provincial dukes to manipulate Arbuckle.”

“Can I ask you a question before you flitter away?”

“Of course.”

“Why the disguise?”

“I was...implicated in the emperor’s death.  They were going to question me under magical compulsion, which would risk exposure of the guild.  I couldn’t let that happen, so I fled.  I’m sure they took that as evidence of guilt, and that the entire constabulary is searching for me.”

Lady T cocked her head and scrutinized him, a lopsided smile on her lips.  “I can arrange a better disguise for you.”

Hoseph stiffened as he drew the hood of the acolyte’s robe over his head.  “Though I must forego my high priest’s robes for the immediate future, I would not insult my goddess by disavowing my allegiance altogether.”  He looked deliberately around the room, committing the space to memory.  If their relationship didn’t work out, he might have to pop in someday...or night.  “I’ll be in touch.”

Clasping the silver skull hidden in the sleeve of his robe, Hoseph called on Demia’s power, and the room melted into shadow around him.
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Arbuckle wasn’t sure which ached more: his hands or his eyes.  He flexed his fingers, wincing at the blisters on his palms.  He had wielded an axe for more than an hour, along with several knights and squires, demolishing the vile instruments of torture in his father’s interrogation chamber.  Afterward, he had watched with grim satisfaction as the doors were sealed and the keys destroyed.  There would be no torture during the reign of Tynean Tsing III.

Except for paperwork, he lamented as he gazed at the parchments strewn across his desk.  Ignorant of the intricacies of the running of the empire, Arbuckle had insisted he be brought up to speed.  Most details were handled by functionaries, but he had to know how things worked.  He’d been studying since he had woken after too few hours of sleep, and his eyes were bleary.  A knock at the door startled him to attention.

Tennison, his father’s secretary—my secretary now—his ever-present ledger and pen at the ready, hurried over and answered it.  “The crown prince is busy.  I can fit you in...well, not until after he lunches.”  

Arbuckle leapt at the chance to escape the paperwork.  “Tennison, who is it?”

The secretary stepped back into the room, his sharp features pinched and his eyes wide.  “Milord Prince, it’s Captain Otar of the Imperial Guard, and Master Corvecosi.  I told them—“

“Relax, Tennison.  I’d like very much to speak with them.”

“Very well, milord.”

Arbuckle gestured to the seats opposite the desk as his visitors entered.  “Gentlemen, come in please.  Would you like some blackbrew?”  Servants hurried forward.

“No, thank you, Milord Prince.” Captain Otar bowed stiffly and stood at attention, declining to sit.

Corvecosi looked longingly at the silver tray laden with cups and a steaming pot, seemingly fought a private battle of propriety versus need, and acquiesced.  “Thank you, milord.”  He sank into the chair and sipped the dark brew, sighing in bliss.  The man looked exhausted.

“I daresay we’ve all spent a sleepless night.”  Arbuckle waved for another cup himself, though his head was pounding already with it.  “Captain, you first.”

Otar remained at attention, his gaze fixed over Arbuckle’s head.  “I apologize for not being here last night, Milord Prince.  I was out of the palace on personal business and didn’t hear of your father’s death until I returned.  You have my condolences.”

“You can’t be everywhere at once, Captain, and Commander Ithross did very well.”  He sipped blackbrew and put down his cup.  “Thank you for your condolences, but I’ll not grieve my father’s passing after finding out what a vile creature he truly was.”

The captain stiffened, but didn’t reply.

Arbuckle wondered how much Otar knew about the emperor he had pledged his life to serve and protect.  Was his discomfort umbrage, or was it unease with the secret he’d kept for so long?  “What progress have you made in your investigation?”

Otar clenched his chiseled jaw.  “Not much, milord.  We have no identification of the woman found in the interrogation chamber.  There’s no record of her arrest or how she came to be in the palace dungeons.”

“That’s rather strange, don’t you think?”

“Indeed, milord.  According to the guards, no one but the jailor, His Majesty, and his blademasters have entered the dungeons in weeks.”

“Archmage Duveau contends that the dungeons are not warded against magical intrusion.  Do you think she may have been brought in by magical means?”

“It’s possible, milord.”  Otar shrugged. “You would have to ask the archmage about that.”

“And we have no theories why my father tortured the woman?”

“The emperor conducted many interrogations, Milord Prince.  She may have been a spy.  I would not deign to question the actions he took for the sake of the empire.”

“Yes, few would have confronted my father on any matter.”  One incongruent fact suddenly struck him.  “You said that only the jailor, emperor, and blademasters have entered the dungeons in weeks, but Hoseph was there when the emperor was attacked, inside the dungeon.”

“I understand from Ithross’ report, milord, that High Priest Hoseph disappeared from the dungeon to evade questioning.  They assumed he used some kind of spell.”

“Invocation,” Corvecosi said with a mild smile.  “Priests employ invocations, not spells.”

The muscles at Otar’s jaw bunched and relaxed.  “Perhaps he entered using the same invocation.”

“And maybe he brought the woman in with him,” Arbuckle mused.  “His disappearance certainly makes him appear guilty of something.”

“I regret to inform you that he is still missing.  His rooms at the temple were searched, and a guard was stationed there in case he returns.”

“Anything else, Captain?”

“There are some...irregularities in the palace visitors’ log for yesterday.”  Otar’s eyes flicked to Arbuckle’s for a moment before reassuming their distant gaze.  “A Captain Norwood of the Twailin Royal Guard, along with his sergeant, were granted an audience with His Majesty, but there’s no record of either of them leaving.  The carriage they arrived in is still in the stables.”

“I remember them.”  Arbuckle frowned.  “The captain wanted to see my father about a matter of security, and insisted that they be alone.  I guess they were right about the danger.  Or...maybe they were the assassins.  Have you tried to find them?”

“Of course, Milord!”  Otar sounded put out.  “We’ve searched the palace, and I alerted Chief Constable Dreyfus to seek them.  We’re also watching all the city gates for them, as well as your father’s assassins from the descriptions provided by High Priest Hoseph.”

Arbuckle cock an eyebrow.  “The descriptions he provided right before he vanished into thin air?  Do you think we can trust that?”

“They are suspect, but it’s all we have to go on.”

Arbuckle sighed.  So many questions and so few answers.  “Very well, Captain.  Master Corvecosi, you mentioned some peculiarities at the scene.  Anything new?”

Corvecosi nodded.  “Several things, Milord Prince.  The first is that the unfortunate woman—she was young, by the way—died not from her wounds, nor by being eased into the afterlife, as Master Hoseph said.”

“How did she die then?”

“Poison.  The same poison that killed the blademaster I showed you.”

“So...” Arbuckle tried to make sense of what the healer was saying, “...the same assassins who apparently killed the blademasters and the emperor, also killed the woman he was torturing?”

“So it would seem, Milord Prince.” Corvecosi sighed and rubbed his eyes.  “There were some other clues, milord, that suggest the prowess of the assassins.”  The healer pulled from his pocket a slender metal spike.  “This was completely embedded in a blademaster’s skull.”

“What is that?” Arbuckle peered at the four-inch steel spike.

“An implement of torture, milord.  We found others scattered about, and one in the thigh bone of the woman.”

“Gods...”  Arbuckle’s stomach roiled.

“This one was thrown or magically propelled with extreme force.  Inhuman force, one might say.”

“Inhuman?  How?”

“Magically enhanced strength is not unheard of, milord.” Corvecosi gestured to Arbuckle’s blademasters.  “Your own bodyguards are blessed with it by their deity.  These assassins must have had some kind of magic to accomplish such feats.”

Arbuckle leaned back in his chair and blew out a frustrated breath.  “So, these unknown assassins have not only the ability to appear and disappear, but also inhuman strength.  What next?”

“Aside from those in the...” Corvecosi glanced at Captain Otar, “interrogation chamber, four other bodies were found elsewhere in the dungeon.”

Arbuckle sat up straight, his eyes snapping to Otar’s.  “What?  Who else was killed?”

“Your pardon for not mentioning it earlier, Milord Prince,” Captain Otar said with a bow.  “They were just prisoners, by the look of them, though they wore simple smocks rather than prisoners’ attire.  They were found in a small room at the far end of the dungeon, behind a locked door.  The room was outfitted as a dining chamber, but there was no food to be found, and the men appeared to have been ill-fed for some time.”

“How did they die?  Master Corvecosi?”

Corvecosi shrugged.  “I don’t know.  They bore no wounds, and they weren’t poisoned.  The remaining prisoners are alive, but in ill health, malnourished and infested with various forms of vermin.”

Arbuckle clenched his jaw, recalling the poor wretches he’d seen.  “Please see that they’re cared for.  And I want every square inch of that filthy place cleaned.”

The healer nodded.  “I took it upon myself to assign that task to my apprentices.”  

“What about the jailor?  Isn’t that his job?” His attention shifted back to Otar.  “Has he been questioned about all this?”

The captain looked stricken, stammering out his reply.  “Not yet, milord.  We found him out cold in an unlocked cell, drunk.  And not for the first time, if the pile of empty bottles is any indication.  We’ll question him as soon as he is capable of answering.”

Arbuckle wondered at captain’s agitated reply, then recognized the man’s fear.  Under Tynean Tsing II, he would have been punished for failing to have all the answers.  I’m not like my father!  “My apologies, Captain.  Do carry on, and keep me informed.”

“Of course, Milord Prince.”

“Master Corvecosi, thank you for your insights.”

“It’s my pleasure to serve you, milord.”  The healer stood, then nodded to the prince’s hands. “Would you like me to heal your blisters before I go?”

Arbuckle shook his head.  “Thank you, but I’ll keep the reminder of a deed well done for a while longer.”  Arbuckle flexed his hands, remembering the satisfying crash of the torture devices shattering under his blows.  My father’s legacy...

A smile flashed across Corvecosi’s lips before the two men bowed, then left.

Arbuckle flexed his hands again.  “So, Tennison...”

“Yes, Milord Prince!”  The secretary hurried to the prince’s side, his ledger already open and his pen poised above the page.

“Relax, Tennison.  It’s nothing urgent.  I only wanted to ask your opinion.”

“My...what?”  The secretary looked startled.

“Your opinion.”  Arbuckle had always considered Tennison an pretentious prig, but now the truth shone clear in his pinched face.  He’s frightened.  This is my father’s true legacy—fear.  “I must announce my father’s death, but I’m wondering how to do it.  I’ll draft an announcement to be sent to the nobles, of course, but simply posting a notice to inform the commoners seems...insufficient.”

“It is dire news.  They will be...devastated.”

“Devastated?”  Arbuckle fixed Tennison with an incredulous stare.  “Is that really what you think the common folk of this city will feel at the news?”

“I...” Tennison swallowed with effort.

“Tennison, relax!”  Arbuckle stood, but the man remained rigid with terror, obviously unconvinced that he wasn’t being lured into a trap.  Time to change that.  “You needn’t be afraid of me.  I’m not my father!  I need you, above anyone else, to tell me the truth.”

“I...”  The man blinked and swallowed.  “I will, milord.”

“Good.  Now, tell me how I inform the commoners of the emperor’s death.  They deserve something more than a mere statement.  An apology, an explanation...something.”

A boyhood memory flashed in his mind, the face of a pretty young girl, the daughter of the chambermaid who had cleaned his room since he was a babe.  The girl had accompanied her mother to work one day, and a young Prince Arbuckle had been delighted to meet another child.  His father had nipped the friendship in the bud, lecturing his son on the impropriety of nobility mingling with commoners.  “Subjects are to be subjugated, not befriended!”  Arbuckle never saw the girl again, and a new chambermaid cleaned his room the next day.  He wondered where the girl and her mother had disappeared to, and tried not to picture the poor tortured woman in the dungeon.
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